A CRITICAL OPTIMIST

believe to be true really true? Does there exist an external
world? Or is all or part of what we believe to be real no
more than an illusion? Does there exist a world of ideas, and
do these ideas, as Plato says, represent genuine Truth, or are
they, as others maintain, mere fictions? In all these partial
problems of the Theory of Knowledge, the question of con-
fidence has obviously essential significance. All those problems
are in fact questions of confidence.

The same is true of the problem of Morality. What can be
termed as good ? What is the criterion of the Good ? How
do we know in what way to act ? Can we rely on our experi-
ence in the discernment of the Good ? Is what appears to us
to be of value really valuable? Are we in reality intent on
the satisfaction of our desires, and do we perhaps only imagine
to be able to strive for real values? Are there values at all or
are they only assumptions? Are the values absolute, sacred
for all times, and free from any connexion with us and our
valuation, or are they only sacred under certain circumstances,
and in certain periods, that is to say, are they perhaps only
of a subjective and of a relative nature, and can they only be
explained in the light of their historical evolution? All these
fundamental problems of ethics are again distinctly questions
of confidence.

Questions of confidence are also the primary questions
arising in the field of Metaphysics and Religion. We have
before us a search for the meaning of the whole. Do the events
devolve according to plan, and is there any reason in their
course? Is there a tremendous spiritual force that directs them
towards a definite goal? Are all events in both Nature and
History governed by Reason, and is their course a line of
progress, or is it a monstrous play of Chance, in which only
part of the events happen to harmonize with one another. Is
the whole a blind aimless flow of events or is it perhaps an
eternal repetition of itself? Does there exist Providence?
God ? And if so, how can we explain the existence of the Evil ?